18              JAMES BAIRD "WEAVER

Beginning his active career under such con-
ditions Weaver very naturally became involved
in the slavery agitation. His interest was first
aroused by a series of debates with George W.
McCrary on the Kansas-Nebraska Bill in the
country school houses of Van Buren County
during the winter of 1853-1854. The discovery,
made at this time, that he had a gift for public
speaking determined him to study law. Un-
doubtedly the debates with McCrary, which
gave him an opportunity to test his ability,
were of great importance in shaping his career.

His own account of these debates described
"the eventful period'* of his life as beginning
with them. He was clerking for Manning at
Bonaparte, while McCrary was teaching school
in the same town. Weaver, who was then a
Democrat, was drawn into a public debate by
McCrary who had already become opposed to
slavery. Before an audience composed largely
of Democrats "Weaver " portrayed the danger
to the union if slavery was interfered with."
He forced his opponent "into a position in
which he declared that if it was necessary to
preserve slavery to preserve the union, then let
the union go. I had him then and the debate
was decided for me."

It was not long after this that Weaver was
converted to the Free Soil idea by reading the
New York Tribune and Uncle Tom's Cabin.